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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper describes two recent independent studies of inter-cultural project communication 
– one in Singapore and one in Samoa.  Although neither researcher was aware of the other’s 
work, both conducted a literature review of related topics and carried out questionnaire sur-
veys on the impact of national culture and organizational culture on project communications. 
 
Both studies concluded that the managers’ attitude and behaviours toward communication 
are guided to large extent by their level of competence, suggesting that the individuals’ un-
derstanding of the communication process and its barriers, the way they behave with other 
individuals and expect to be treated, varies according to national cultures.  Of particular note 
were the managers’ realizations about cultural influences on their own behaviours including 
value conflicts with others, and the importance of developing at least a tolerance for cultural 
differences.  A further feature was the link between personal transition and cultural adjust-
ment.  Managers, who were able to set aside personal discomforts and take on new ways of 
learning and relating to others, reported an impact on their value shifts and appreciation for 
the strengths of the host culture.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Right across industry, the attitude of senior management to their corporate affairs is evolving 
in response to the globalisation of business, the spread of information technologies, the 
growth of shareholder activism and increased intrusiveness of international and national gov-
ernments in key areas of business management.  A misfit of cultures has been identified as a 
frequent cause of failure (Cartwright and Cooper, 1996; Cartwright and Cooper, 1993; Olie, 
1994).  In particular, managers’ strong preference for culturally similar environments has 
been identified as a major problem (Oudenhoven and De Boer, 1995).  A major challenge of 
doing business internationally is clearly to adapt effectively to different cultures.  Such adap-
tation requires an understanding of cultural diversity, perception and values (Granell, 2000).   
 
In Australia, historically high levels of protection, particularly in the form of tariffs, have 
been the mainstay of Australian industry policy (Buxey, 2000).  The consequence of this pro-
  
tectionism has been an inward-looking industry with a low level of competitiveness in inter-
national markets.  The tendency to date has been to take those management concepts and 
techniques that worked at home into other countries and cultures.  It is now apparent, how-
ever, both from practice and cross-cultural research, that a single, universal, style manage-
ment, at least across-culture, is not tenable (Adler, 1997).   
 
One of the most important skills for project managers in the international marketplace is that 
of effective communication (Harris and Kumra, 2000).  Communication takes on special im-
portance in cross-culture management because of the difficulties in conveying meanings be-
tween parties from different cultures.  The problems of misinterpretation and error are com-
pounded in the international context.  To overcome this, it is suggested that cross-cultural 
managers adapt and be flexible in the new environment in addition to having the required 
functional and survival skills.  Thus, cross-cultural managers need to have an understanding 
of the meanings and dimensions of culture, organizational culture and diversity, and intercul-
tural communication. 
 
With intensified internationalisation of business, there has been a notable increase of research 
interest in the relationship between national culture, values and managerial orientations and 
behaviour.  The more recent work by Hall and Hall (1994a), Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner (1998b), Hofstede (1991) and Laurent (1983) explicitly links broad cultural value di-
mensions to management issues.  Apart from Loosemore and Muslmani’s (1999) work in the 
Persian Gulf region, however, little has been done to date to document the inter-cultural 
communication issues in construction project management. 
 
This paper describes two recent independent studies of inter-cultural project communication 
– one in Singapore and one in Samoa.  Although neither researcher was aware of the other’s 
work, both conducted a literature review of related topics and carried out questionnaire sur-
veys to compare the views of local and expatriate practitioners.  The Singapore study aimed 
to explore the impact of national culture, organizational culture and inter-cultural communi-
cation on the management of a company by means of a small empirical study of the correla-
tion between the culture diversity and intercultural communication and its barriers.  The Sa-
moa study was more practical and concentrated on the sensitivity of expatriate nationals to 
the host culture and the effects on communication between project participants in terms of 
their personal beliefs, the extent of implementation in their work experience, the impact of 
barriers to communication, and the extent to which communication strategies were em-
ployed. 
 
The major finding of both research projects was identical – that the managers’ attitude and 
behaviours toward communication is guided to large extent by their level of cultural compe-
tence. 
 
 
  
THE SINGAPORE STUDY 
 
For many Australian corporations in the 1990s, the highest priority has been to develop an 
Asian focus – the so-called Asian Challenge.  However, international knowledge in Australia 
is biased in favour of Europe and there has been slow progress in developing significant and 
meaningful changes in attitudes, knowledge and awareness of Asian ways (Edwards et al 
1997).  Thus motivated, the study involved an exploratory questionnaire survey of 31 con-
struction industry managers in Singapore derived from synthesis of culture dimensions from 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998b), Hofstede (1980; 1991) and Schein (1992).  
These dimensions enabled the description and comparison of critical manifestations of organ-
izational and national culture. 
 
The respondents were from geographically and culturally diverse backgrounds, with a diver-
sity of management experience, and with an average of 9 years of cross-cultural experience 
per respondent.  There were a variety of nationalities involved, with two major response 
groups being Australian (23%) and Singaporean (22%).  The majority were project manag-
ers, with 85% having five or more years of experience in the construction industry. 
 
For analysis, the respondents were allocated into Far Eastern (46%) and Anglo (54%) groups 
(after Ronen and Shenkar, 1985).  Sample correlation coefficients were then computed be-
tween the cultural variables (National, Organisational and Personal Characteristics) and 
communication variables (Communication in General, Project Based Communications and 
Barriers) for Pooled Data, Anglo Cluster and Far Eastern Cluster. 
 
The main findings of the survey were:  
 
• In terms of Hofstede’s types of national cultures, respondents from a Low Uncertainty 
Avoidance culture appear to be associated with a communication process based on trust 
and therefore less formal and standardized.  In contrast, respondents from a High Uncer-
tainty Avoidance culture were found to prefer a more formal and standard communica-
tion process, such as in written communications.  The results also suggest that the com-
munication process between those from Individualist and Collectivist societies can be dif-
ficult, perhaps because a Collectivist culture’s approach is to take time to consult with, 
and receive the consent of, their group members.  In addition, the message from those be-
longing to a Collectivist culture was found to be often highly coded and implicit.  Those 
belonging to an Individualist culture tend to view personal skills as a communication bar-
rier, due to their nature in support of greater individual initiative.  Finally, those belong-
ing to a Masculinity culture did not view limited resources as a communication barrier, 
probably because individuals tend to be dominant with power so resources would not be 
beyond their control. 
 
• For organisational cultures, the more externally oriented organisations of the respondents 
were found to require higher levels of inter/intra-personal skills.  In addition, these or-
ganisations were more likely to establish a communication strategy for cross-cultural in-
teractions.  The more task-focused organisations, on the other hand, tend to place the de-
  
mands of the job before the individual.  Organisations may therefore have to reduce their 
resistance to change if they wish to strike a balance between their activity and social ori-
entation.  Those belonging to a Risk-averse culture were found to have a higher level of 
ambiguity tolerance than those of a Safety-conscious culture, so that language is not 
viewed as a communication barrier.  They may, however, perceive personal skills to be a 
barrier to communication.  Finally, those from a Planning culture emphasised the need 
for structure and a non-ambiguous communication process, while those from an Adhock-
ery culture require an informal communication structure.  Planning culture members also 
had a greater recognition that cultural dimensions are important factors in the communi-
cation process. 
 
• From an individual perspective, the more extroverted respondents were found to be more 
competent in both communication and cultural practices of their environment.  This may 
be because they prefer the interaction-oriented style of communication and the personal 
bond with their counterparts.  In contrast, those more introverted seem to be more territo-
rial and internally focused.  The ‘sensing’ respondents tend to explore cultural differences 
to enhance their cross-cultural communication process and prefer facts rather than the 
‘big picture’.  Possibly due to the logical nature of thinkers, they are more likely to per-
ceive cultural aspects and personal communication skills as the main tools for communi-
cating with clients or customers.  Finally, the judging type respondents did not perceive 
national culture to be a communication barrier, probably due to their desire for control 
and organisation. 
 
 
THE SAMOA STUDY 
 
This was a study of intercultural communication in the management of construction projects 
in Samoa.  Of particular interest was the sensitivity of expatriate nationals to the host culture 
and the effects on communication between project participants.  This involved addressing 
three key issues (McCaffer, 2000): 
• The particular factors within the categories of culture, human resource management, 
leadership and communication skills as well as practical experience that form the source 
of personal beliefs 
• The perceived relative importance for each of the factors in contributing to performance, 
and 
• The aspects of communication skills and strategies that are employed or evident within 
projects. 
 
Data was collected by postal questionnaire.  The questionnaire questions, which concern the 
skills that are required to manage everyday situations in a new cultural context, were loosely 
based on Furnham and Bochner (1982).  Respondents were asked to rate on 5-point scales 
developed for various sojourner groups, and which have consistently proved to be reliable 
and valid (Ward and Kennedy, 1996): 
a) their personal beliefs (endpoints: strongly disagree/strongly agree.) 
b) the extent of implementation in their work experience (endpoints: never/always) 
  
c) the impact of barriers to communication (endpoints: insignificant/catastrophic) 
d) the extent to which communication strategies were employed (endpoints: 
never/mandatory) 
A 3-point rating scale (after Zung, 1965) was also used for responses to part of the question-
naire to rate the extent to which communication barriers were overcome (endpoints: not at 
all/totally). 
 
Consistent with previous perspectives on transition (eg., Zaharna, 1989), the questionnaire 
also elicited perceptions of the ways in which respondents’ self-identity, personal beliefs, and 
worldview regarding international project management had changed as a result of their cross-
cultural experiences.  Several behaviour questions were also included, such as: “To what ex-
tent did you employ communication strategies?” and “How did you overcome barriers to 
communication?”  In addition, the critical incidents methodology was used to encourage in-
dividual reflection regarding unique experiences, with open-ended prompts such as “Are 
there any other issues concerning cross-cultural communication not covered in the question-
naire?” and “Has the questionnaire missed any important related issues? 
 
After piloting, questionnaires comprising both standardized measures of checklists of prede-
termined items and critical incident questions were distributed to 90 selected project manag-
ers in Australia, Japan and Samoa for completion in mid-March 2001.  A variety of industries 
were targeted, with respondents currently working or having worked within: Construction, 
Institutional Strengthening, Industry Development, and Energy Supply and Distribution.  
Telephone calls, e-mails and personal contacts were used to follow-up the survey form.  
Forty-one (46%) responses were returned. 
 
37% and 39% of respondents were Samoan and Australian nationalities respectively, with 
Other Expatriates making up the remainder.  47%, 13%, 11% and 29% had less than 6, 6-10, 
11-15 and over 15 years cross-cultural experience respectively, indicating a diversity of 
cross-cultural experience and thus of project management knowledge and skills (McCaffer 
2000).  The types of projects managed by the respondents in Samoa are typical and correlate 
with the Government of Samoa’s ‘Statement of Economic Strategy’ as well as ‘aid’ policies 
in the Pacific (World Bank, 2000), with projects in the areas of Construction (42%), Institu-
tional Strengthening (37%), Industry Development (13%), and Energy Supply and Distribu-
tion (8%).   
 
The responses to each question were grouped according to the nationality of the respondent 
and their sample means and variances calculated.  The means were tested pairwise for differ-
ences between nationality groups by the formula:  
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where 1x  and 2x  are the sample means of the first and second samples, 
2
1s  and 
2
2s  are the 
sample variance for the first and second samples and 1n  and 2n  are the number of values in 
each sample.  The distribution of t can be approximated by the Student’s t-distribution with 
221 −+ nn  degrees of freedom, with the test for inequality conventionally made at the upper 
5 per cent point (Pollard, 1979:159).  The test is robust for moderate departures from normal-
ity and homogeneity of variance.  The procedure used was to (1) rank order the mean ratings 
for each nationality group for question 1, (2) test the difference between the means of the 
first and second ranked means, (3a) if the means are significantly different, test the difference 
between the second and third ranked means or (3b) if the means are not significantly differ-
ent, pool the two nationality groups and test the difference between the mean of this pooled 
group and the third ranked mean.  This was repeated for each question.  The next step was (4) 
to rank order all the means for all the questions and nationality groups found to be significant 
in this way, (5) test the difference between the means of the first and second ranked means 
(6a) if the means are significantly different, test the difference between the second and third 
ranked means or (6b) if the means are not significantly different, pool them and test the dif-
ference between the mean of this pooled group and the third ranked mean.  Repeating this for 
all the ranked means results in several sets of poolings each with significantly different 
means, the interpretation of which is provided in the next section. 
 
For personal beliefs overall, all the items had a MR of over three, indicating a general 
agreement on the need for effective communication in a cross-cultural environment – the 
higher rated items suggesting support for emphasising (eg., Dinsmore, 1984) the ‘soft’ side 
of project management. 
 
The overall figures for What happened in the projects that you worked on? suggest that rela-
tively effective communication processes are in place, as none fall below 2.9 MR, but that 
they are not regularly achieved or fully met, as none come above 3.8 MR.  Cross-cultural 
theorists (eg., Jaafari 2001) may attribute this to the tendency of managers to apply key suc-
cess factors intuitively, based on the manager’s reference framework (knowledge and per-
sonal experience) and his or her ability to apply reflective thinking.  The largest differences 
between the three nationality groups show the Samoans recording relatively lower ratings 
against the other two for ‘Understanding and appreciation of cultural difference involved’, 
‘Effective communication reflecting openness and tolerance of cultural differences’, ‘Flexi-
bility of form and style of communication’ and ‘Clear communication giving stakeholders 
opportunity to comment/cast a vote’.  Australians, on the other hand, are high against the 
other two for ‘Ongoing communication between project proponents and stakeholders’.  This 
suggests that the Samoans found the management style to be relatively unresponsive.  An-
other interesting aspect is the marked differences between these and the personal beliefs re-
sults, offering some support for Dieckmann (1996) and Pardu’s (1996) view that the quality 
of the intentions is often greater than the quality of what is actually practiced. 
 
 
  
Table 1: Communication barriers: impact 
 Question  
Grp Mean Var No. Statement Nationality 
1 Political/community interference SO 
3 Varying perception/interpretation ASO 
4 Conflicting cultural values S 
5 Lack of support and commitment S 
6 Varying capacity and capability ASO 
7 Unclear channels of communication S 
8 Ineffective reporting system SO 
9 Language difficulties SO 
10 Interpersonal conflict S 
12 Conflicting interest S 
13 Resisting change AS 
15 Lack necessary skills ASO 
16 Varying concept of time ASO 
18 Limited resources SO 
19 Poor planning ASO 
20 Limited time ASO 
21 Lack of motivation ASO 
22 Information filtering SO 
24 Poor listeners SO 
26 Lack of confidence SO 
27 Poor leadership S 
29 Personal preferences SO 
30 Poor negotiation skills SO 
33 Unclear objectives S 
A 2.89 0.90 
35 Lack of trust S 
1 Political/community interference A 
2 Lack of/inappropriate technology ASO 
4 Conflicting cultural values AO 
5 Lack of support and commitment AO 
7 Unclear channels of communication AO 
8 Ineffective reporting system A 
10 Interpersonal conflict AO 
13 Resisting change O 
17 Organisational mishaps ASO 
18 Limited resources A 
22 Information filtering A 
23 Religious issues ASO 
24 Poor listeners A 
25 Family commitments ASO 
26 Lack of confidence A 
27 Poor leadership AO 
28 Concept of space ASO 
29 Personal preferences A 
30 Poor negotiation skills A 
31 Conflicting business/industry ethics ASO 
32 Stereotyping SO 
33 Unclear objectives AO 
B 2.30 0.88 
34 Lack of concern ASO 
9 Language difficulties A 
11 Age difference ASO 
12 Conflicting interest AO 
14 Gender issues ASO 
32 Stereotyping A 
C 1.86 0.65 
35 Lack of trust AO 
  
The respondents’ perceptions on the impact of barriers to communication (Table 1) have an 
overall range of 1.7 to 3.15 MR, reflecting a minor to moderate impact, with the results gen-
erally supporting what some theorists posit as cultural values, tasks as well as situational 
variables that help determine the norms for communication.  Terpstra (1991) asserts that the 
multiplicity of language use and the diversity of cultures may have a constraining influence 
on communication in cross-cultural situations. 
 
The majority of the results of the overall responses pertaining to the communication strate-
gies employed (Table 1) range from 3 to 4 MR.  This is consistent with the literature 
(Saphiere, 1996), which asserts that it is necessary for overseas assignments to have positive 
interactions between project staff, team-building, problem solving exercises, and strategies 
for conflict resolution and cultural adaptation, which may be integral ingredients for project 
success.  According to the literature (Black, 1988) conflicting signals about what is expected 
of individuals in a new setting i.e., role conflict would be expected to increase uncertainty 
and inhibit adjustment.  In a new cultural setting, conflicting signals may generate a high de-
gree of uncertainty since individuals need to first understand the messages about what to do 
and then decide which messages to either follow or ignore.  That none of the items returned 
ratings at either end of the score analysis continuum suggests that variables within cultural 
contexts need to be addressed through appropriate pre-departure training, as well as through 
support during sojourner period in cross-cultural environments (Black and Mendenhall, 
1990). 
 
Table 2: Communication strategies 
 Question  
Grp Mean Var No. Statement Nationality 
2 Clear communication channels ASO 
3 Delegating responsibilities ASO 
4 Adjusting and adapting ASO 
5 Team Meetings ASO 
9 Consultative Approach A 
12 Incremental changes A 
15 Timely reports ASO 
A 3.99 0.61 
17 Problem solving ASO 
1 Comprehensive communication plan SO 
6 Cultural initiation ASO 
7 Regular reviewing and reality checks ASO 
8 Training ASO 
9 Consultative Approach SO 
11 Continuous Improvement process ASO 
14 Feedback processes ASO 
B 3.57 1.09 
16 Dispute resolution ASO 
1 Comprehensive communication plan A 
12 Incremental changes SO C 3.01 1.11 
13 Resource levelling ASO 
D 2.05 1.55 10 Suggestion Box SO 
E 1.40 0.54 10 Suggestion Box A 
 
 
  
CONCLUSION 
 
The results of the Singapore study suggest that the managers’ attitude and behaviours toward 
communication may be guided to large extent by their level of competence.  The study also 
provides evidence to suggest that the individuals’ understanding of the communication proc-
ess and its barriers, the way they behave with other individuals and expect to be treated, var-
ies according to national cultures.  This suggests that organisations should have a balanced 
dual strategy, as advocated by Abell (1993) and supported by the research of Appelbaum et 
al.  (1998), which is to encourage managers to think globally and act locally.  To accomplish 
this change management process, organisations would need to formally develop key behav-
ioural skills and individual competencies to deal with conflict, culture and change. 
 
Similarly, the most useful finding in the Samoa survey was the need for non-indigenous 
managers to achieve an adequate level of cultural competence.  Of particular note were the 
managers’ realizations about cultural influences on their own behaviours including value 
conflicts with others, and the importance of developing at least a tolerance for cultural differ-
ences.  A further feature was the link between personal transition and cultural adjustment.  
Managers, who were able to set aside personal discomforts and take on new ways of learning 
and relating to others, reported an impact on their value shifts and appreciation for the 
strengths of the host culture.  This is consistent with the literature (Child and Rodrigues, 
1994) on international project managers as agents of learning.  Stress-management training 
has been identified as a necessary feature of programs designed to prepare managers for ef-
fective communication overseas (Harvey, 1997).  This is likely to be especially useful at the 
initial entry into the new environment when differences between home and host cultures are 
most noticeable and overwhelming. 
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